Tianjin's and China's growing international influence via 'soft power', and thus contribute to the construction of a-bilaterally useful-ultra--positive image of China's relations with other countries, Italy included.
-THE UNCANNY AS EXTRA-ORDINARY 'At bottom, the ordinary is not ordinary; it is extra--ordinary, uncanny.'
Martin Heidegger 6
Since 2008 the foreign--led administration 'showed the Chinese Government how cities could be transformed into money machines using modern administrative methods'. 9 A precise pedagogical project of designing and framing space took place in those two years, so that Tianjin's built form was transmogrified, a new transport system was implemented, electrical lighting and water supply systems were created and radical public health work was undertaken. All this was done to guarantee the TPG's top priority: the maintenance of public security and order through the standardisation of administrative practices and regulatory discourses which required first the annihilation of the Chinese 'unhomely' forms, and later its replacement with an uncanny replica of the 'homely'. In the words of Italian Vice--Consul in Tianjin, Cavalier Poma: This was the time when everybody was taking: the individuals, the soldiers, the civilians, everybody was taking, the Governments were taking; those who already had a settlement were taking another piece of land, and those who did not have one were taking one. Therefore, one might suppose that it would have been quite difficult to resist the contagion of taking.
10
Italy did not remain untouched by the greed of 'taking'. Since the vision prevailed that the concession presented a unique opportunity to affirm Italy's prestige on a global geopolitical scale, the reinvention of the foreign space led to the dream--like reproduction of a 'little Italy' in China. 11 The words of one of the advocates of this 'glorious' Italian colonial enterprise, Luigi Sborlino, reveal the aspiration to project the homeland's design directly onto the far--away settlement:
In a few months our concession should be comfortably and beautifully provided with numerous European--style houses. We can imagine these houses-on two storeys, some of them facing large boulevards with pavements, others surrounded by pretty gardens and small vegetable plots, decorated with verandas-populated by our countrymen, who are actively occupied in running industrial and commercial enterprises, both locally and internationally; in such a way that to the train's passengers, to the dwellers of the other concessions, and to the Chinese people living in Tien--tsin, our concession would appear as an enviable example of prosperity and a model of what the Italians are able to do when they want to. 12 Domesticating and framing the foreign space was a way to make sense of the arrival and the 'conquest': it involved a process of turning the overwhelming into order, responding to the imperatives of taxonomies and cataloguing. Like the mall--ification of space in contemporary cities is a way to normativise urban life, and transform metropolises into fabricated artefacts to be consumed, for the foreign powers that controlled various parts of Tianjin annihilating the pre--existent Chinese space to design and impose their national built form was like a new writing and editing project of governmentality. 13 But Tianjin was both an object of desire and fear, and the politics of emotions defined the city as a project. The Chinese space was much more than simply 'unhomely', and it was progressively transformed into something VOLUME19 NUMBER2 SEP2013 76 much more complex than an organic, socio--spatial representation of the 'homely'.
Freud's paradigm of 'uncanny' (unheimlich) can be particularly useful to explore the context in which forms and representations that were considered 'homely' and 'familiar' have been proposed and imposed on the perceived otherness of Tianjin's space.
As Freud pointed out, the concept of home and the familiar (heimlich)
progressively 'develops in the direction of ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite (unheimlich)'. 14 In Chinese the word 'uncanny' can be translated in many ways. In colloquial language, something which could be simultaneously familiar and strange, and almost incredible, being both inexplicable and amazing, almost If our soldiers did less harm than the other armies it is due to the fact that, even though they (the Italians) always went everywhere, they always got there late, when the villages had already been burned and plundered. The few times they arrived on time, they behaved like the others.
17
Benvenuti also described the exact moment when the Italian troops entered Tianjin in January 1901:
As soon as we entered the remains of the city, the smell of burning was replaced by a special stench that we call Chinese smell. It is a stink of fat, aromas, and soil, dissimilar from any good and bad smell which is known China'. Jacques' argument that that China has been 'moulded by its sense of civilisation', ergo the state is the embodiment of this civilisation, is an a--historical Going back to Benvenuti, one could argue that estrangement and unhomeliness were only one side of his experience, since by experiencing them his speaking--being became closer to the subtle thread that connects homeliness and unhomeliness. This was also part of my experience when I visited Tianjin for the first time. The epitome of class was Granduncle Jia, a man Zhang deeply respected because he could speak eleven languages. He always had a white hat on his head, 'walked with the civilised stick (wenminggun), had glasses with a golden frame, and wore polished shoes'. Zhang concludes: 'It was a lifestyle.' Even though many families had no real money, the area had an air of elegance and civility, which was associated with 'modernity' and idealised as 'Western lifestyle'. 59 Today, architecture and design are reframed to evoke that lifestyle.
-THE UNCANNY AS A 'PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY'
The first time the design of the former Italian concession came to prominence was in 1995, when it was chosen as a case study for a competition by Tianjin University's students of architecture. The aim of the project was 'to solve the contradiction between preservation and renewal in historic blocs'. The students recognised that, 'due to Tianjin's colonial past, European--style architecture forms a key feature of the city's landscape'. Their predicament was clearly stated at the beginning of their work: 'As the old cities were torn down, old was becoming more rare than the new.'
However, their assumption coincided with the foregone conclusion that 'cities should be continuously renewed.' 60
Ten years later, in 2005, the Architecture Research Centre of Beijing University conducted a 'phenomenological study' of the former Italian concession. 61 The choice of this site as a 'research object' was primarily motivated by its temporality, which offered the opportunity of studying an ongoing 'settlement'. The Chinese sources The claim is also made that Tianjin contains the highest concentration of foreign style villas in Asia. 63 It is indeed true that the 'New I--Town' offers the highest concentration of Italian--style architecture and design culture not only in China, but all over Asia, estimated today at around one hundred and fifty surviving buildings.
However, one of the crucial issues is the so--called authenticity of the architecture and more specifically the historical continuity between the internal and external space and the connection, or even the permeability, between the individual building and the surrounding area. According to HEDO's promotional materials the Italo--Chinese joint scheme to restore buildings in the old concession should be guided by three principles: 'protecting the basic urban structure', 'maintaining the dimensions and styles of the original buildings' and 'restoring the old houses like the original ones'. 64 Overseas architects emphasise that: 'For them restoration is equivalent to cleaning the façade of a building.' Various architects and urban planners argue that the developers always try to get the best deal and save money once they have been guaranteed the tender. Therefore, the workers are mostly inexperienced and poorly paid farm labourers who move to the city and work on the building sites between the planting and the harvesting seasons.
In the end, the main objective of such 'urban regeneration' 65 is the creation of upmarket commercial precincts; scenic spots with a 'historic' flavour that is primarily comprised of hotels, bars, restaurants, cafes, pastry shops and designer show rooms. As the restoration of the area progressed it became evident that it would not be a residential area. Indeed, the five thousand odd families still living there in 1999 were either relocated or forcibly removed. The authorities stressed the physical danger posed to residents by the derelict state and precarious structure of the houses. This ostensible official concern for the residents' health and safety was used to justify the policy of mandatory relocation. 2 The Boxer Uprising was directed against foreign influences in areas such as trade, politics, religion and technology. The foreigners uncannily coined the misnomer Boxers, since these young farmers and workers regularly practiced martial arts and calisthenics to increase their body--mind strength. The
